Country reports from Japan: external quality assessment scheme in Japan.
Several external quality assessment schemes (EQAS) have been conducted in Japan. Results obtained from nation-scale EQAS reveal the current quality of laboratory testing in each laboratory. The largest nation-scale EQAS in Japan is that conducted by the Japan Medical Association. The numbers of participants and of items evaluated have increased in EQAS by JMA over its history of 32 years. Improvement in inter-laboratory differences has been observed for most items in EQAS in recent decades. In 1998, about 2,500 laboratories from throughout the country participated in this surveillance, and 47 items were evaluated. The coefficient of variations for the group of all participants was less than 5% for about one third of all test items. On the other hand, very high variations over 20% were observed for 6 items. Also, inter-method differences exist for many items, which may be or may not be related to matrix effects. Retrospective evaluation of all EQAS data suggests that there is still room for improvement in inter-laboratory differences.